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The Reconstruction of Inuit 
Collective Identity: From Cultural 
to Civic 
The Case of Nunavut1
André Légaré
Introduction
The  negotiations  that were  conducted  from  1976  to  1993,  and  the  subsequent 
creation of Nunavut in 1999,2 have attracted a flurry of publications on the subject 
of Inuit self-government in the Canadian central and eastern Arctic (Légaré 1999). 
A survey of writing on Nunavut since 1976, when the Nunavut project was first put 
forward (ITC 1976), reveals five main themes explored by scholars. First, there 
is the historical research done by anthropologists and historians, which recounts 
the  ancestral  history  of  Inuit  from pre-contact  up  to  the  1960s when  the  Inuit 
were forced by government to settle into villages. The second area contains works 
that focus on the Nunavut negotiation process and, in fact, this is where most of 





Inuit  land  use  and  occupancy,  has  given  rise  to  some  academic  research  done 
mainly by geographers. Finally, literature on Inuit identity has been published by 
anthropologists as well as by sociologists.
Nunavut-related  publications  show  that  the  last  two  themes  have  not  been 
treated as extensively as the previous three. However, they are of crucial impor-
tance  to  understanding  how  Nunavut  was  constructed  and  how  the  establish-
ment of Nunavut has  impacted Inuit collective  identity  in  the Canadian central 
and eastern Arctic. This paper contains a review of the writings about Nunavut 
by exploring each theme, with a particular emphasis on the last two themes. In 
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Aside  from  a  brief  Viking  contact  interlude  with  the  Dorset  people, 
around 1,000 CE, early contact between Inuit and Europeans started with Martin 
Frobisher’s visit to Baffin Island in 1576. The story of his arrival, as well as those 
of subsequent British explorers also in search of the Northwest Passage, has been 
recounted by a number of scholars (Berton 2001; Fossett 2001; McGhee 2004). 
Yet,  contact  between  Europeans  (later  Euro-Canadians)  and  the  Inuit  remain 
limited  until  the  early  twentieth  century.  The  establishment  of  Hudson’s  Bay 
Company’s trading posts and the arrival of the Catholic and Anglican churches 
in  the  region  increased  European  contact  with  Inuit  people.  Damas  (1993) 
depicted  those  early  contacts  as  “harmonious”  (Damas  1993,  5).  In  fact,  until 
well into the early twentieth century, the Inuit continued to live a nomadic life in 
small groups.3
Canadian Government Intervention in the North
Regular  contact  between  Euro-Canadian  society  and  Inuit  culture  started  only 










This is an excerpt from "Volume 4: Moving Forward, Making a Difference," in the Aboriginal Policy Research Series, © Thompson Educational Publishing, Inc., 2013 
To order copies of this volume, visit www.thompsonbooks.com or call 1-877-366-2763.
  /  The Reconstruction of Inuit Collective Identity  /  10
the move off the land, in the 1950s and 1960s, changed Inuit lives dramatically. 
The sedentary  life  in  the villages  increased  the Inuit  feeling of alienation from 









Canadian  domination  of  Inuit,  which  started  with  the  settlement  initiative  of 





The Nunavut Proposal: The Negotiation Process














tion  that  had  already  started  in  the NWT  (Dacks  1990; Légaré  1997) was  not 
sufficient to quench the desire of the Inuit to have their own government. 
The creation of Nunavut had  to be negotiated as part of Canada’s policy on 
Aboriginal  outstanding  land  claims  (INAC  1973).6  Purich  (1992)  and  Légaré 
(1996) examine the negotiation process at length and describe the events surround-
ing the three stages (i.e., proposal, elaboration, approval) that led to the signing 
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and federal government officials drafted the NLCA (INAC 1993). Cameron and 
White  (1995)  argue  that  the  dominant  issue  of  the  elaboration  stage  focused 
on discussions  regarding  the boundary  location  that would divide  the NWT  in 
two halves.
Two  separate,  territory-wide  plebiscites  were  held  on  the  question  of  the 








final land claims agreement had been completed and once the parties (i.e., TFN 
and Canada) had agreed on the location of a boundary line to cross the middle of 
the NWT. This time, 54% of NWT residents supported division.9
Finally,  Dacks  (1995)  and  Légaré  (1997)  relate  the  story  that  led  to  the 










structures  and  inner  workings  of  the  new  Nunavut  government  (Gray  1994; 
Henderson 2004; Hicks and White 2000; Légaré 1997).
Tulloch  and  Hust  (2003)  argue  that  the  NLCA  establishes  clear  rules  of 
ownership and control over land and resources in a settlement area covering one-
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fifth of Canada’s land mass (1,963,000km²). Hamley (1995), Légaré (2003), and 
Rodon (1998) provide an overview of the provisions contained in the NLCA. The 
agreement gave to the Inuit of the Canadian central and eastern Arctic ownership 
over an area of 353,610 km², of which 36,257 km² includes subsurface mineral 
rights.  In  addition  public  boards,  composed  equally  of  Inuit  and  government 
representatives, were created to manage the lands and resources over the Nunavut 
settlement  area.  Inuit  also  obtained  royalties  from  all  current  and  future  non-
renewable resource development up to $2 million a year. Finally, the Inuit were to 
receive from Canada $1.15 billion, over a 14-year span (1993–2007), as compen-
sation  for  extinguishing  their Aboriginal  land  rights.  However,  scholars  (Ker- 
sey 1994; Cherkasov 1993) point out that the NLCA does not take into account 
social and cultural items. Those are contained in the Nunavut Political Accord.
The  Nunavut  Political Accord  provides  a  blueprint  for  Nunavut’s  political 










Nunavut  is  a  non-ethnic  public  government. However,  since  Inuit  comprise 
the  majority  of  the  population  (82%),  Nunavut  is  often  characterized  by 
scholars (Gray 1994; Henderson 2004; Légaré 1997; Walls 2000) as a de facto 
Inuit  government.  Nunavut  legislative  authority  rests  in  the  nineteen  elected 
members  of  the  Nunavut  Legislative Assembly.  There  is  no  party  system  in 
Nunavut, so each elected member sits as an independent. Hicks and White (2000) 
argue  that  the  consensus  legislative  system  of  the  Nunavut  assembly  should 
be  described  as  “a  non-partisan Westminster  cabinet-style  regime”  (Hicks  and 








the  majority  of  the  population  in  Nunavut,  powers  over  social  and  economic 
issues  (e.g.,  language,  culture,  health,  housing,  education,  social  services)  that 
would  have  been  absent  in  a  simple  land  claims  agreement. To  ensure  that  as 
many villages  in Nunavut11 as possible could benefit from government jobs, a  
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decentralization  initiative  (Nunavut  2000,  2004a,  2004b)  has  been  imple-

















of  the Canadian central  and eastern Arctic. This new  identity,  as we  shall  see, 
has been largely built around the construction of Nunavut’s boundaries and the 
ensuing regionalization of Inuit collective identity. 
Boundaries and Identity: Different Sides of the 
Same Coin
In  traditional  political  geography,  the  link  between  territory  and  boundaries  is 
usually taken for granted (Glasner and Fahrer 2004). Boundaries are understood 
as neutral lines: fixed, absolute, almost material entities. This paper argues that the 
study of boundaries needs to transcend the notions of static territorial lines so as 
to become more contextual. Paasi (1996, 2002) points out that geopolitical bound-




ritualized in the process of constructing a collective identity.       
Anderson and O’Dowd  (1999)  interpret geopolitical boundaries  as  encapsu-
lating a history of struggle against outside forces and as marking the limit of a 
society. Boundaries by definition constitute lines of separation or contact. The 
drawing of any regional border represents arbitration and a simplification of 
complex political and socio-cultural struggles between various groups who have 
interests as to the location of the border. Anderson and O’Dowd (1999) explain 
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Identity is a concept that is hard to define. It is, in essence, a social construct: 
one’s own conscious identity is a product of one’s meeting with different forms 
of others’ identities (Barth 1969; Hall 1990). A collective or group identity is but 
one  of many  identities  in  an  individual’s  repertoire. As members  of  a  society, 
each individual occupies a number of positions and plays a variety of roles which 
helps  them  shape  several  forms of  identity  (Barth  1969; Brah  1996). One  can 
position himself/herself on many identity “axes” (Dorais and Watt 2001). Identity 




may identify himself or herself with others at three levels. The first is on an indi-
vidual  level,  where  one may  identify  oneself  with  some  important  persons  in 





Breton (1984) and Driedger (1989) have identified at least two forms of collec-
tive identity. One is cultural or ethnic identity, which refers to a person’s attach-
ment  to  a  particular  cultural  group,  i.e.,  the  Inuit;  another  is  civic  or  political 
identity, which refers to a person’s attachment to a political unit. It is understood 
that there are several levels of civic identity in one’s repertoire (local, regional, 
national,  international), but  this particular paper  is concerned with identity at a 
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ment  (Saku  and Bone  2000; Usher  2003).  Such  an  agreement  provides  to  the 
claimant Aboriginal group certain land ownership and land management powers 
over a defined region called a “settlement area.”
The Inuit Land Use and Occupancy Project (Freeman et al. 1976) assembles 
more than 1,600 maps (such as biography maps) portraying the journeys travelled 
by Inuit hunters, on the  land and on the sea  ice,  in search of game animals.  In 
addition, the maps pinpointed the locations of Inuit outpost camps, cairns, burial 
grounds, and place-names. These socio-cultural traits and activities based on Inuit 





place-names  in  determining  the  possible  extent  of  the  Inuit  claim  area  in  the 
Canadian Central and Eastern Arctic.
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The biography maps and  their contents were used by ITC and  later by TFN 




socio-cultural  region). Thus, TFN  insisted  that  the Nunavut western  boundary 
should follow the tree line and should include the Inuvialuit communities and the 
rich oil and gas fields of the MacKenzie delta.
However, Wonders (1984) and Usher (1990) have demonstrated that very few 
land areas in the NWT are uncontested or homogeneous. There are significant 
overlapping areas with a number of Aboriginal groups. Watkins et al. (1986) noted 










non-residents of the NWT, would not be entitled to influence the negotiations in 
the NWT (Molloy 1993).
As for  the Inuvialuit,  in July 1985 they decided not  to  join  their Inuit coun-








However,  the  agreement  broke  down  a  few months  later when Dene  chiefs 
refused to endorse the proposal (Dickerson and McCullough 1993; Merritt and 




tutional Alliance  was  disbanded  in  July  1987.  Negotiations  on  this  boundary 
issue were stalled for the next three years. In April 1990, Ottawa designated the 
ex-Commissioner of the NWT, John Parker, with the task of solving the boundary 
dispute. After consulting with all parties,  Inuit  and Dene-Métis, Parker recom-   
mended a compromise boundary (Parker 1991) largely similar to the border upon 
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which the Dene-Métis and the Inuit had agreed three years earlier, but which was                       
rejected by  the Dene-Métis. The “Parker Boundary Line” was later approved              14 
(May  1992)  in  a  NWT-wide  plebiscite.  It  now  served  to  divide  the  NWT  in 
two halves. 






(Molloy  1993;  Fenge  1992;  Merritt  1993).15  They  also  respected  the  existing 
settlement  area  boundaries  of  the  Inuvialuit  who  had  signed  a  comprehensive 
land claim agreement with Canada in 1984 (INAC 1984). Finally, once Canada 
had  accepted  the  idea  of  creating Nunavut,  it  supported  an  eastern  border  for 
the Nunavut Territory  that  follows  the NWT’s existing geopolitical boundaries 
(Molloy 1993).16 Those borders extend around James Bay, even though the waters 
and  the  islands  in  James Bay had  never  been  used  or  occupied  in  the  past  by 
the Inuit.










Today,  the western boundary of Nunavut cuts  into part of  the  socio-cultural 
region of the Dene-Métis (Ash et al. 1978), who now find some of their traditional            
hunting grounds within Nunavut. In addition to the Dene-Métis, the Denesuline     
of Saskatchewan and Manitoba, the James Bay Cree, and the Inuit of Northern 
Quebec have also been affected,  since  they also use some of  those  lands, now 
within  Nunavut,  for  harvesting  purposes.  For  all  of  these  affected Aboriginal 
groups, the creation of Nunavut, and the location of its boundaries in particular, 
has signified a loss of their socio-cultural region.17 Indeed, one may now expect 
that the newly created Nunavut government will redefine these lands as part of 
the heartland of  the  Inuit  socio-cultural  region  in an attempt  to  fuse  the socio-
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of a  region’s borders,  symbols,  resting on an Aboriginal group’s  socio-cultural 









Métis of the NWT, Denesuline, etc.). Symbols are “invented tradition”: they are                       
simple to understand and may change their meanings over time. They are contin-






(e.g., Nunavut’s flag, logo-map, arctic wildlife, igloos, inuksuit, etc.); and (3) 
socio-political names (e.g., Nunavut, Nunavummiut).
Boundaries have an  important  role  in  the construction of a  regional  identity 
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often  by  political  elites,  to  mobilize  people  and  to  construct  a  civic  identity. 
Indeed, according to Paasi (1997) and Pickles (1992), regional civic identity is 
often associated with the narratives of a region’s boundaries and carried through 
the media  by  socio-political  actors  (e.g., TFN  in Nunavut).  So,  regional  civic 
identity becomes, basically, a form of categorization, where boundaries are used 
to distinguish one spatial domain and social collectivity (e.g., Inuit) from another 






A review of the academic literature on Nunavut shows that a significant number 
of scholarly works have focused on the history and on the politics of Nunavut. 
Even  though one may argue  that  the greatest  success of Nunavut has been  the 
Figure 7.1: The process leading to the reconstruction of Aboriginal identities
Cultural Indentity
Cultural Space
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In Canada, Inuit collective identity is being redefined around large-scale 
political units born  through  the  land claims/self-government processes so as  to 
incorporate Inuit and non-Inuit people into a common civic identity: e.g., Nuna-
vummiut, Nunavimmiut, Nunatsiavummiut. Obviously the Nunavummiut identity 
portrayed  by  various  socio-cultural  symbols  will  inherit  strong  Inuit  cultural 
foundations. 
Through  the  reconstruction  of  Inuit  collective  identity  from  cultural  to 
civic one can  see  the  interconnection between borders,  symbols  and collective 
identity.  Their  construction  occurs  simultaneously  and  is  mediated  by  actors 









and  eastern Arctic  will  identify  themselves more  and more  as  Nunavummiut. 
This regionalization of Inuit collective identity has yet to receive broad attention 




The  author  is  grateful  to  Kate  Duncan  at  INAC,  who  chaired  the  session  on 
“Impact of Claims on Culture,”  for her  crucial help  in preparing  the  logistical 
arrangements for the workshop session. The author also wishes to thank INAC, 
Claims  and  Indian  Government  Division,  for  allocating  travel  funds  to  the 
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conference and making it possible for the author the attend. The text expresses 
solely  the  author’s  opinions. Any  inaccuracies  are  solely  the  responsibility  of 
the author. 
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tion of Aboriginal  Identities: From Cultural  to Civic. The Case of Nunavut,” presented at  the 
Aboriginal Policy Research Conference, Ottawa, March 21–23, 2006. 




  3 There were approximately 50 Inuit “tribal” groups in the Canadian Arctic whose size varied                             
between 30 to 100 individuals (Damas 1984; McGhee 2004).
  4 Today, there are 28 communities in Nunavut.             
  5 In 2004, Inuit Tapirisat of Canada was renamed Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami.                     
  6 The story surrounding the origins of Canada’sAboriginal land claims policy is described in detail                               
by Weaver (1981).
  7 In July 1981, TFN replaced ITC as the responsible Inuit negotiating body for the Nunavut claim.                                 
TFN represented solely the Inuit of the central and eastern Arctic. ITC felt at the time that it had 
to pull away from the Nunavut negotiations to concentrate more on Canada-wide issues.
  8 Denendeh was a political project somewhat similar to Nunavut (Watkins 1986; Smith 1992).                           
Ultimately,  the project was  rejected  in  1991 by  the Dene-Metis Chiefs  of  the NWT  (Légaré, 
1998b). 
  9 While the Inuit of the eastern Arctic strongly supported the line, the Dene-Metis of the western                                 
NWT disapproved of the proposed line. This explains the low approval level.
10  The NIC  functioned  from December  1993  to  July  1999.  It  was  composed  of  nine members 
equally nominated by Canada, the Northwest Territories, and TFN.
11 There are 28 communities in Nunavut. Twelve were targeted to benefit from decentraliza-
tion. However, many employees refused to move outside the capital, Iqaluit. Today, in smaller 
communities, many job positions have yet to be filled.
12  About 500 of the 1400 government employees work outside the capital region.








17 Although affected Aboriginal groups could continue to hunt, fish, and trap within Nunavut, their 
Aboriginal rights may have been affected by the creation of Nunavut. Thus, any land claims or 
harvesting right claims by these groups within Nunavut would be complicated, since the newly 










component  to  their  land  claim agreement. Only persons with  Inuvialuit  ancestry  can  identify 
themselves as “Inuvialuit.” 
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